Welfare Reform Debate 
Opens on Partisan Note 
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The House yesterday opened a 
harshly partisan debate on Republi- 
can legislation that would mate the 
broadest changes in the nation’s 
social welfare system since what 
was then called “relief” became 
available to poor families during 
the Depression 60 years ago. 

The revised version of the wel- 
fare overhaul legislation that 
House Republicans proposed in 
their “Contract With America” 
would modify 40 federal programs 
that benefit more than one in 10 
Americans and give states consid- 
erably more control over public as- 
sistance. 


Republicans proclaimed that 
their legislation would end gener- 
ations of dependency and dare to 
fulfill President Clinton’s 1992 
campaign promise to “end wel- 
fare as we know it.” Democrats 
denounced the GOP bill as aban- 
doning some poor families, partic- 
ularly children, to save $66 billion 
to fund promised tax cuts for 
businesses and more affluent 
families. 

“Generation after generation, 
we have enslaved these people,” 
said House Economic and Educa- 
tional Opportunities Committee 
Chairman William F. Goodling (R- 
Pa.). “Unless we make a change, 
they will never get an opportuni- 
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ty to achieve the American dream .” 

Ways and Means Chairman Bill Ar- 
cher (R-Tex.) said that the welfare 
overhaul would “reverse the decades- 
long federal policy of rewarding unac- 
ceptable and self- destructive behav- 
ior. We will no longer reward people 
for doing the wrong thing.” 

But Rep. Sam Gibbons (Fla.), the 
top Democrat on Ways and Means, 
said, “This is a cruel piece of legisla- 
tion. It punishes the children — the in- 
nocent children — because of the er- 
rors of the parent or parents. It 
would deprive them of the baric ne- 
cessities of food, of housing, of educa- 
tion, of love.” 

Rep. Harold E. Ford (D-Tenn.) 
said that the federal government had 
“offered a financial security commit- 
ment to poor children with a 60-year 
commitment to welfare, and they’re 
taking it away.” 

The Democratic talk of cruelty to 
children put Republicans on the de- 
fensive and signaled a final unraveling 
of the bipartisan consensus repre- 
sented by the last welfare overhaul, a 
1988 law designed to prepare able 
recipients for work. The optimistical- 
ly named but ultimately disappointing 
JOBS program would be repealed in 
one section of the 400-page Republi- 
can bill put together by four House 
committees. 

Rep. Michael N. Castle (R-Del.), 
who as a fellow governor joined Clin- 
ton to lobby for that 1988 law, said 
he disagreed “with those who say this 
bill is cruel” and asked lawmakers to 
listen to each other this week as they 
debate what he called “a big-bang so- 
lution to solving the problems of wel- 
fare.” 

The changes would extend far be- 
yond the main welfare program. Aid 


to Families with Dependent Children 
(AFDC), and affect food stamps, 
school lunches, disability payments, 
foster families and nutrition supple- 
ments for pregnant women and infant 
children. 

The legislation would terminate 
the federal guarantee of benefits to 
poor families eligible for AFDC and 
deny cash support to unmarried teen- 
age mothers, families with a parent 
not in a work program within two 
years and all families after five years 
on the rolls. Families that had more 
Children while on welfare no longer 
would get extra benefits. 

The main welfare program would 
be combined with other cash assis- 
tance and work programs into one of 
five block grants, or lump sum pay- 
ments that states could spend with 
comparatively few federal strictures. 
Federal rules of eligibility, for in- 
stance, would be repealed. 

The four other block grants would 
support foster families and other ser- 
vices for abused children, school 
lunch and other child nutrition pro- 
grams, child care, and family-oriented 
food programs such as the current 
Women, Infants and Children supple- 
ments. 

Objections from Agriculture Chair- 
man Pat Roberts (R-Kan.) and other 
farm state legislators scuttled the 
“Contract With America” proposal to 
roll food stamps into a block grant. 
Eligibility changes would reduce ben- 
efits for almost all of the 27 million 
recipients of food stamps. 

Fewer disabled children would be- 
come eligible for Supplemental Se- 
curity Income (SSI), a fast-growing 
welfare program. Only poor children 
who would require institutional care 
would receive the cash benefits. 

About $30 billion, or almost half 
the bill’s savings over five years. 


would be achieved from the reduced 
benefits to disabled children and le- 
gal immigrants who have not be- 
come citizens. Most legal immi- 
grants could no longer receive 
AFDC, SSI, food stamps and Medic- 
aid, the federal-state health program 
for the poor. 

The partisan rancor on the floor 
reached a height when Rep. John 
Lewis (D-Ga.) referred to Nazism 
and Rep. E. Clay Shaw (R-Fla.) de- 
nounced the comparison as an “abso- 
lute outrage.” 

Before the floor debate began yes- 
terday House Speaker Newt Gin- 
grich (R-Ga.) suggested Clinton’s 
statement Monday that he would 
support “real reform that promotes 
work and responsibility” provided 
hope for bipartisan cooperation. 

“I thought [it] was moderately en- 
couraging,” Gingrich told reporters. 
“He raised some questions. He did 
not have a veto threat in it. He indi- 
cated a number of topics we can 
work together on.” 

But ' Clinton also said that the GOP 
bill would “fail to reform welfare” 
and would “reduce federal funding in 
ways that would* impair the health 
and nutrition of children,” sounding 
the same themes as House Demo- 
crats. 

Besides benefits for the poor, at 
stake in the welfare debate is the po- 
litical claim to the politically appeal- 
ing banner of “welfare reform” in the 
1996 elections. But the current sys- 
tem found no public defenders 
among House members of either 
party. 

‘The status quo is dead,” Rep. 
Sander M. Levin (D-Mich.) declared. 
“The only question is what is going 
to replace the current welfare sys- 
tem.” 



